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Can you remember a time when you didn’t walk? Or imagine a time when you won’t walk? In a lifetime you could walk 150,000 miles – about 10,000 steps a day adding up to about 5 miles a day, or 8 kilometres, over 80 years. You may well take walking for granted. You always had to walk to carry the day forward, whether marching to and from school, being exhorted on family walks, or escaping the office for some fresh air at lunch. You have certainly walked in many places but have you appreciated the benefits to your mind and body which walking has given you? Can you sense how much greater those benefits would be if you walked mindfully, with intention, focus and attitude? If you opened your eyes and wandered with curiosity, in the moment? Mindful walking is the special place where mind, body, people and the natural environment come together. It is a place of well-being, a place where you feel alive.


In a busy life we spend much of our time juggling tasks, solving problems and balancing demands. We can bob like corks on what seems like a sea of endless challenge and change, and get tossed about the choppy waves. We can feel tense, tired, drained and empty. Our minds and bodies can be complicit in all of this. The way we think and its impact on our wider nervous system play a central part in how we engage with the challenges we face in life and our unfolding experience. Is there a better way to live our lives? The evidence suggests that yes, there is.


When people pick up a book like this they are often looking to find their way through a difficult time. Many people want to choose their own path and be their own agents of change, learning new approaches and exploring new territory. In my work as a coaching psychologist I meet all kinds of people, from stay-home parents to senior executives, students and business owners. I sometimes refer to this wide spectrum of people as the ‘worried well.’ The ‘worried well’ might be functioning well in their everyday lives, but something doesn’t feel right. They are not inured from the anxiety, fear and lowness which impacts on our well-being and happiness. They are often searching for something they cannot define. I often talk to people about three possible paths to take. These are paths that can change the way we live our lives. Each one can transform our mood, improve our wellness and set us on a different course. Put all three together from time to time and you can walk mindfully to a better place.


1. Talk


We can always talk through our challenges and worries. The power of informal talking with friends is not to be underestimated. Life can be debated, new possibilities considered and fun had. Creating a structured space where we feel safe to talk is also important, and much psychological research underpins the efficacy of talking therapies.


2. Meditate


Ancient Eastern philosophers wrote about the dangers of the wandering, judgemental mind. It is a mind that can work in error, bias and distortion for us all. Eastern traditions offer us a strategy to train that mind. The emergence of mindfulness in the 21st century into the wider public consciousness in the West seems to point to its need at this time. Mindfulness is no longer an esoteric practise, it is a shared way of life, and its benefits are increasingly evidence-based. This evidence is an added comfort for people who are sceptical of alternative thinking; the science of mindfulness connects us with the older wisdom of meditation. Mindfulness increasingly makes sense.


3. Walk


Movement is intrinsic to being human, and has been since our first ancestors roamed the earth six million years ago. We were made to move: the initial reason for a brain and a nervous system was to either promote or suppress movement, and our ability to think and reason came much later in our evolutionary story. But we are increasingly more sedentary. Gentle mindful movement gets mind and body working together like an orchestra. It enhances life experience, health and well-being. You are the conductor. No one is going to take you from your own path.


Mindful walking joins these three paths together and awakens us to our full potential in life. We know that we need to walk more, talk more, and focus more from time to time. With mindful walking, we can also set and take on challenges beyond our comfort zone.


It is a curious benefit of movement that people tend to talk very openly and personally when walking. Walking sheds away the casing of reserve that clings to us in our everyday exchanges. When people walk together in nature, on the beach or on the mountain, this opening up happens with even greater ease – you must have noticed this too. As someone remarked to me recently, you feel drunk without having to wake up to the aching head and embarrassing memories of a hangover. Drinking is an efficient way to deaden our pain but usually overnight that pain comes back to haunt us. A mindful approach to life is not about deadening the mind or the senses. It is about accepting our pain and walking with it, and accepting our aliveness. The magic of being alive doesn’t need extra stimulants to be felt. With mindful walking that magical sense can come from within, through our own movement and experience of nature. We feel highs, but only ones we come down from gently, and there is no blurry aftermath to face. Mindfulness brings joy without addiction.


You might be aware that in meditation, there are four traditional postures: sitting, lying, standing and walking. In this book I am going to expand the walking posture to explore the various contexts of mindful walking, at home, in gardens or parks, through city streets, across wild landscapes and even upon the highest peaks of the world. Mindful walking means walking with a deliberate intention, focus and attitude. It is noticing without attachment, as best we can, our unfolding experience in an open, curious and non-judgemental way. On a mindful walk we don’t judge ourselves or others. We stand back from our reactions, and respond gently to what comes our way. And as we’ll see, we can integrate this into our daily lives. We can walk mindfully in metres or kilometres, on a remote trail or through the high streets of a city, breathing in the buzz of life.


Mindful walking is a gentle and compassionate way to take full responsibility for the only thing that you can take full responsibility for – yourself. Awakening to your inner authentic energy and potential is a wonderful new journey of possibility. This is not to say that the way is smooth or easy. There will of course be obstacles and potholes along the road. It is not in any way to paint a romantic version of sunshine moments. The rain runs down the back of the neck on occasions but that can also be experienced mindfully too. My hope is that in reading this book, you will find your footing, and capture a way to walk mindfully to places you never imagined you would go.


The simple yet powerful act of walking into your future now begins. Why not stand up now. Then take a step. It is a positive statement of intent.




Keep a Diary


One special way of capturing the essence of your mindful walking practise and even wider consciousness is to open a diary as you experiment with this new way of moving and noticing. As you set out to read this book and begin your mindfulness practise in earnest, reflecting from time to time on your thinking and emotions and behaviours and actually capturing it in writing in a diary is a powerful way to see how you are really thinking and feeling and behaving. It is a way of speaking to yourself in the present moment. In a curious way writing fits with walking because it is a mind/body thing. Mind and body movement are linked.


Diarying is just capturing what is on our minds and expressing out into the world whatever challenges, fears, anxieties or excitement we are noticing and experiencing. Over time we can begin to notice patterns to our own engagement with life that may be unmindful and unhelpful. It could even be the makings of your first book.





TAKE THE STAIRS


To learn something new is to get to know yourself. In the process of learning about who you are, your desires and your struggles, you are likely to discover what may bring well-being, happiness and peace to your life. In walking mindfully with curiosity you can have many new experiences. You will certainly meet new people and see new places beyond your current reckoning. Don’t be afraid! You will be your own agent, and set the pace yourself. You will have time to reflect on what you have achieved, and bring a new hope and meaning to the future that will serve you well.


The benefits of walking are increasingly being promoted by governments and authorities as a means of improving public health. Diseases such as cancer, obesity, heart disease and diabetes are being targeted through regular walking programmes. But there are inconvenient truths. The World Health Organisation says that physical inactivity is currently the fourth largest contributor to global death. For some time now, the WHO has recommended adults to undertake moderate-intensity aerobic walking amounting to 30 minutes a day, 5 days per week. However, only one third of adults reach this goal. We must walk together to correct this shortfall.


The well-known ‘20 Plus Campaign’ recommends per day 20 seconds of intense activity (such as running up stairs), a minimum of 20 minutes of walking and no more than 20 minutes sitting at any one time. While medical opinions differ on the lengths and strengths, no health practitioner disagrees with the contention that the need to get up and move around is essential to our well-being. We are not designed to be sedentary. You know the ways you can creatively incorporate walking into your own life. It makes sense to walk instead of sitting in a car, edging along in traffic. To walk up the stairs at work and feel your heartbeat rise, instead of twiddling your thumbs in an elevator. To walk out to lunch instead of eating ‘al desco.’ To walk into town, instead of waiting for a bus to take you only a few stops. It all adds up.


Experts in the field of psychology have shown that walking in natural settings is especially beneficial to our mental health. Robust studies show that short but frequent nature walks not only lift our mood but improve overall well-being. Walking in the countryside, in clean air, through forests, across streams and around lakes allows a powerful connection with the universe around us. As our enjoyment is enhanced, our intrinsic fascination with the world around us is piqued.


Children have this fascination when they walk and run about, stopping every few moments to pick up a leaf or an acorn, to study its design. As children, to be outside was to be carefree and in the moment. We must recover some of the skills of just being there in that moment of curiosity and learning. Once we adults regain this interest, we can develop the greater sensory awareness that is associated with mindfulness. We can gain more positive mental and emotional states and lower depression and stress levels.


Later in the book we will explore the benefits of walking alone and in groups in various settings, from noisy urban streets to your local farmer’s field where mushrooms grow, and even to the highest peaks of Mount Kilimanjaro. Let us be reminded as we set off that walking is free. It carries a low risk of injury. It’s gentle on the joints, and you can be assured you’ll have your knees in years to come (which isn’t always guaranteed to joggers or other athletes). Walking is a readily accessible way to improved health.


TO DO OR NOT TO DO


In exploring the concept of mindful walking, it is helpful to make a distinction between the mind states of ‘doing’ and ‘being.’ For many of us, the exclusive focus in our lives is on ‘doing.’ ‘Doing’ is rather frantic. It is about ambition, wanting, consuming, getting results, outcomes and achievements. We can fail to notice the potential physical and emotional consequences of all of this ‘doing’ for our health and well-being. We can overwork in pursuit of what we consider important to our sense of achievement and self-worth. The alternative is that routineness, monotony and boredom can creep in and also leech our energy from us. We struggle for the things we think will make us happy. If we don’t get them, we long after them. We usually get them, only to wonder what it was all about.


The mind state of ‘being’, on the other hand, is about the need for safety, connectedness, contentment, reflection and relaxation. ‘Being’ is a more nurturing, generous mind state. It gives mind and body a chance to recover, regenerate and be at peace.


We live in a fragmented, chaotic and over-stimulating world. The madness of all the activity around us is that while we sit, sedentary, in front of the TV or tablet, we are being promised a perfect future. Are we living this future vicariously, sitting watching other people on a screen, or scrolling through words and images? We are being urged to earn more, to have more, to consume more. But even if we have everything in material terms, the newness of things loses its lustre very quickly. The world we face is changing at a rate that challenges our individual ability to adapt. Learning – or simply remembering – effective ways of adapting to these changes is important. Walking needs to borrow from your time. You need to lease a little of your time to walking. You would be surprised at how little time can actually be involved.


When we are struggling with something, it’s easy to forget that each one of us struggles in life too. It’s not just ourselves. Even when we are doing fine, we regularly vacate our experience. Sometimes we find ourselves sleepwalking through life, operating on autopilot. This is how the mind works to cope with adversity. There is a value in this autopilot mechanism, but it can be complicit in many of our problems. Isn’t it remarkable that in all the information we accumulate every day, we don’t have much awareness of our own inner, unfolding experience? The psychologists Matthew Killingsworth and Dan Gilbert of Harvard University argue in their research paper published in 2010 that 47 per cent of the time, our mind is off wandering. They also go on to suggest that ‘unlike other animals, human beings spend a lot of time thinking about what is not going on around them, contemplating events that happened in the past, might happen in the future, or will never happen at all.’ We have somewhere between 12,000 and 50,000 thoughts a day, most of which are self-directed and concerned with the same issues, moment to moment. Imagine these thoughts rotating on a grill, slow cooking. Of course we are going to overheat sometimes. Of course this happens to the person sitting next to us too.


We rush through activities and find it difficult to stay focused. We encounter obstacles that run counter to our wishes and sense of entitlement. We react instantaneously. We are preoccupied with the past or the future. We may experience emotions we are not fully aware of until later. Just like when we feel shocked after a fall, and only later feel the aches and pains, we may not notice the build-up of physical tension in our body until we experience pain. And through all this, we walk quickly from place to place without paying much attention to what, or who, we pass along the way. In our headlong rush to stay on top of things we at best miss a lot. At worst, we complicate and hide matters to a degree which causes us needless pain and suffering. This suffering can be avoided. With greater awareness, we can recognise our stress and the fact that we are overwhelmed.


As will hopefully become apparent in these pages, there is in fact no real difference between doing and being when we mindfully engage with our lives. Mindful ‘doing’ and ‘being’ can become one and a way of life. We can become less self-centred. We can become more alive and present to our unfolding experience, and lose that sense of entitlement that makes us hunger for the things we think make us happy. We can lose our attachment to the beliefs we hold and the outcomes we crave. We are more at ease with ourselves and the world. We are more effective and we perform better. Mindful walking is in fact a meditation that brings this ‘doing’ and ‘being’ together in a very natural, easy and balanced way. Mind and body are one.
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‘We don’t see the world as it is,


we see it as we are.’ Anaïs Nin








THE ANSWER AT YOUR FEET


Existence is a wonderful and magical thing. It belongs to us. We might sleepwalk through much of our lives, but for better or worse we do it in our own unique way. Nobody else does it like we do. Even when we are more present to our experience, good or bad, the beliefs we have about how the world works and the rules we follow may be holding us back from the full enjoyment and experience of life.


Beginning this exploration of mindfulness allows us the opportunity to understand ourselves and the direction we wish to take our lives. This goes beyond the negative perceptions of ourselves that may be holding us back. This is to build confidence where it is lacking and resilience where it is needed. Whether you are going through a tough time personally, are experiencing grief or loss of any sort, have become unemployed, are experiencing relationship difficulties or are just plain stuck, imagine now a way of:




	Controlling your emotions in a calmer, more responsive and measured manner;


	Making better decisions;


	Improving your memory and creativity;


	
Dealing better with insomnia;


	Managing your stress;


	Coping with anxiety or mild depression;


	Boosting your immune system;


	Reducing your blood pressure;


	Managing your pain;


	Improving your physical fitness and energy.





Mindful walking has all this to offer. Mindful walking is about taking the first steps on a journey to a place of balance and aliveness that should be all too familiar to you, but maybe it isn’t. Mindful walking is a practise wherein mind, body and a wider social context come together. The answer is at your feet, before your very eyes, in front of your nose. This is an invitation to walk and notice these things in a new way. In developing the practise of mindfulness and mindful walking you will hopefully come to a better understanding of yourself. You may have to change. The world certainly won’t. It is going along its merry way in spite of us.


In this book you will be invited to practise and experience mindfulness both formally and informally in a number of postures and different contexts. Formal mindfulness practise involves setting aside a time each day to meditate in silence, whether lying, sitting, standing or walking. Informal mindfulness practise is about bringing an awareness to the present moment and a noticing to all aspects of your life. There are myriad practises, such as mindful eating, drinking and walking, to mindful sex. While the main focus of this book is on the informal practise of walking mindfully wherever we find ourselves in life, you will learn things here that you can bring to other aspects of your life. Looking at the tenets of mindfulness is a necessary and essential starting point to gain the benefits of this informal walking practise.


As we go through the book, other people will share stories of their mindfulness practise and life experience with us, and I will contribute accounts of mindful walking that were life-changing for me. By offering a scientific framework of what we know about the mind you will hopefully learn, and learn to experiment more in your own way. But mindfulness is not a technique that can be taught. ‘It must be caught,’ as Michael Chaskalson writes in The Mindful Workplace. With mindfulness, you can catch yourself noticing at a deeper level beyond the cursory, unconscious and automatic. It is like when you notice that first snowflake of winter that lands on your jacket, perfect in the moment only to dissolve in the warmth and curiosity of your gaze.
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‘A journey of a thousand miles


begins with one step.’ Lao Tzu










My First Mindful Walk


Wherever you find yourself now, in the office, at home, or in town, you can focus and take a mindful walk. You don’t need to go too far or for too long at this time. Maybe try a maximum of five to ten minutes out and back. This is about movement with a particular focus, intent and attitude.


Before you begin to walk and give your full attention to this exercise,


Slowing Down


Bring your attention to the rhythmic coming and going of your breath. The in-breath. The out-breath. As we go on to explore other mindfulness practises, the breath will be used as an anchor for focusing your attention. This is the first great learning of mindfulness. Wherever you find yourself, the only time that you are fully present in the now is when you are aware of your breath. Bring this slower sense of things to the walk you are about to undertake.


Noticing


As you stand, become aware of your feet in contact with your shoes and the ground. Feel the weight of your body down through your torso, legs, heels and toes. Gently move your neck, arms and shoulders. Bend your knees slightly. Notice any stiffness, tension or other sensations in the body. Notice your mood now, positive or negative. Maybe make a mental note on a scale of one to ten, where one is poor and ten is very good. Now you are ready to begin the walk, normally and naturally. As you go, focus on each sense in turn.


Seeing


Focus now in more detail on what you are seeing around you. The people, the surroundings, the buildings. Look around. Look up. Notice the colours and the shades. The light and shadows. Welcome each new view as if you are seeing it for the first time. Periodically, bring your attention back to the breath. Become aware of any thoughts and judgements that are arising. Notice them coming and going with each step. Take time to stop if you wish to notice some aspect that captures your attention. Move on.


Hearing


Now focus on what you are hearing. What sounds, if any, are coming into your awareness? Are they distant or close? Perhaps people are talking. You hear the sounds of the city or the neighbourhood. Cars passing. Are you aware of your thoughts as the mind processes all of the information? Are they positive or negative or neutral? In all of this the mind will inevitably wander to the most interesting and obvious aspects of your surroundings. Make an effort to come back to the breathing from time to time and notice the body and its movement through this space that is so rich and interesting.


Smelling


Now focus and become aware of any smells and aromas that attract your attention. Can you describe the fragrance? Does it remind you of anything? Do the smells arouse any reactions in your body? Likes or dislikes? Are they making you hungry? Maybe it is lunch time and the body is sending some messages.


Touching


As you walk along, you might want to pick something up, or open a door. Are you aware of the exquisitely efficient and complex movement in the body as it prepares to do your bidding? The poetry of the fingers and hand as it folds around the door handle. This is something that is so automatic normally that we fail to appreciate how wondrous it is. Being more mindful to the reality with an open and childlike curiosity is applied awareness in action.


Feeling


Again, in walking mindfully, how would you now describe your mood and emotion? What are you feeling? Can you place the feeling in your body? Is there any urgency creeping into the walk at any time? Is there any sense that maybe it is time to turn back? Notice if you are aware of new intentions which are arising in you now. The remainder of the day is perhaps calling. Now continue on your way to the end of your first short mindful walk.


Finishing


Before you return to whatever you must attend to for the rest of the day, focus your attention and notice where you are now. What are your thoughts now? How does your body feel now? How would you rate your mood now on the scale of one to ten? Has it changed? In walking as you did, what did you notice that was new?





Most of us spend too much time in our heads, over-thinking in unmindful ways. We ruminate about things that have passed and over which we have no control. We anxiously and sometimes fearfully predict a future that never comes. We rush towards pleasure, and chase what we perceive to be positive experiences. Understandably, we seek to avoid painful ones. In all of this we are rarely present to what is actually happening around and within us. Our emotions, both positive and negative, serve a useful purpose. They flag what is important to us in life. The consequences of developing a practise that brings you to the only moment you ever have could be profoundly important. Not only do you come to know that moment of experience better but you may also come to know yourself better.


The core contention of this book is that a holistic mind, body and social approach to well-being, happiness and peace is not only beneficial but also readily accessible. Mindful walking is an integrated mind and body, physical and mental fitness regime which is available to all who have the gift of walking, wherever we find ourselves. In the city or in the country, as part of a group or alone, we can all walk mindfully without great preparation or time commitment. We have the freedom to set the duration and length of any walk, but gentle beginnings will carry us forward also. The simple yet powerful act of walking into your future now begins. Stand up, take a step: it is a positive statement of intent.
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A CASE FOR MINDFUL WALKING
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‘Life is available only in the present. That is why we should walk in such a way that every step can bring us to the here and now.’ Thich Nhat Hanh








MIND AND MINDFULNESS: THE SCENE AND THE SCIENCE


Mindfulness mental training has its roots in Buddhism. In Pali language, where we find the early Buddhist scriptures, the word mindfulness translates as mental development. Today it is a practise that draws from ancient Eastern traditions and develops next to the needs of modern society and culture. The mindfulness movement has a robust base in the Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) programmes devised by Jon Kabat-Zinn in 1979 at the University of Massachusetts Medical School. Kabat- Zinn comes from a scientific perspective, while other important practitioners such as Thich Nhat Hanh come from a modern Buddhist religious perspective. The dedication of these figures has helped popularise mindfulness in the West, as mindfulness courses are becoming available across all age groups and in life and work settings. Mindfulness today finds a place in areas such as the healthcare services, corporate settings and education, the police and even the military.


Any case for mindful walking needs to be set firmly in the context of the current evidence for the efficacy of mindfulness. The last 40 years have seen the science of mindfulness emerge, with the proliferation of thousands of research papers on the subject. Having this support and underpinning from the academic community encourages the growth of the movement, and its popularity: a recent Google search for mindfulness threw up 26½ million hits.


Neuroscience is now focusing on mindfulness, with the emergence of a new hybrid field in the study of the brain, called contemplative neuroscience. This new field brings together a number of overlapping disciplines to explore the neurological, physiological, cognitive, behavioural and social elements of mindfulness meditation. It has been known for thousands of years that meditation has profound positive effects. The science, it appears, is now catching up.


There is a considerable body of evidence now available to point to the benefits of mindfulness training and practise, and in these opening chapters we will get a feel for those benefits. First, the science bit. Despite advances in neuroscience, there is a lot that we simply don’t know about the brain. However, we do have a very good idea of the structure of the brain. For example, we can now observe the electrical impulses in that area of the brain called the amygdala which very rapidly triggers emotions and bodily reactions in the wider nervous system in response to perceived danger. This is the ‘fight or flight’ response we can feel when we are stressed or threatened.


Mindfulness can have an opposite, but equally powerful, effect in that it can activate the relaxation response in the brain / body and bring potentially negative emotions under control. Mindfulness practise can increase grey matter concentrations observed in brain areas connected with sustained attention, emotion regulation and perspective taking. This grey matter is also involved in sensory perception such as seeing and hearing, memory, emotions, speech, decision-making and self-control. When we focus in a mindful way, we become more rational, and we can feel a greater capacity to detach from the inner critic, that stream of internal commentary which can sometimes be very negative. Studies have shown that mindfulness can also lead to a more robust immune system, enhanced empathy and reduced levels of anxiety and depression. This emerging evidence base is flagging the way to greater well-being and happiness.


Mindfulness training appears to increase emotional intelligence. The pillars of this intelligence are self-awareness and interpersonal awareness, our ability to relate to one another. Evidence shows that mindfulness reduces stress and other deeper kinds of psychological distress. In one study, US marines who underwent an eight-week MBSR course showed greater levels of cognitive control (meaning ability to switch between tasks and problem-solve), increased self-awareness, more situational awareness (knowing what’s going on) and better emotional regulation (coping skills).
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